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Treasure troves   
Do butterfly collections and archives of handwritten letters still have meaning today?  
A look into ETH Zurich’s 22 collections and archives shows how important it is to have objects 
that you can touch, even in the age of the Internet.

 Butterflies in the Entomological Collection at ETH Zurich. (Photo: Rupesh R. Kariyat) 
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It is not possible to cover the whole of ETH Zurich’s 22 col-
lections and archives in a single article – after all, each collec-
tion and each archive has a story of its own, and each of those 
 stories is exciting and unique. What links all the collections and 
archives is the fact that each one contains countless individual 
objects and documents which provide historical evidence, enable 
chronologies to be created, and make science tangible. Even if 
some appear at first glance to be simply relics from a bygone 
era, they are all building blocks for today’s research practices. 
As well as individual objects, entire collections have also been 
added recently – the youngest just six years old. In 2010, Markus 
Joachim, Head of the ETH Library at the Hönggerberg campus, 
began a collection of building materials covering everything 
from wood to brick. It was developed together with Annette 
Spiro, Professor of Architecture and Construction, and serves 
primarily as a collection of teaching aids. “In architecture, you 
have to translate a theoretical concept of a space into something 
physical,” explains Joachim. “That’s why it’s important to be 
able to touch the materials.” The collection currently comprises 
more than 2000 objects – and is growing constantly. The ma  t er-
ial samples have just been rearranged to make space for new 
ones. The Material Collection, which was designed as a digital 
information platform from the outset, is linked with seven other 
collections across Switzerland. “If you’re looking for colour 
pigments, for example, you’ll find them at Lucerne University 

In the ETH Library Digitisation Centre, the objects  
from the Collection of Astronomical Instruments have 
been digitised. (Photo: Frank Blaser) 

In the Geological and Palaeontological  
Collection magazine. (Photo: Frank Blaser) 

of Applied Sciences and Arts on the inter-institutional online 
platform, materialarchiv.ch,” Joachim tells us.

Several million years old
The oldest collection at ETH Zurich dates back to 1746. “The 
Earth Sciences Collection was founded by the Natural Science 
Society in Zurich and is therefore a typical curiosity of the 
Enlightenment,” says Stefan Wiederkehr, Head of Collections 
and Archives at the ETH Library. With rock samples dated as 
several million years old, it contains what are probably some 
of the oldest objects in any collection. The Collection of Astro-
nomical Instruments is particularly historically valuable. It 
includes instruments from the former federal observatory 
in Zurich and the Institute for Astronomy at ETH Zurich. The 
collection is based on the portfolio of Rudolf Wolf, who was 
the first Professor for Astronomy at ETH Zurich (then called 
“Polytechnikum”) from 1855 and also managed the observa-
tory after it opened in 1864. The collection is complete and is 
the only one of the 22 to be fully digitised: the instruments are 
digitally accessible as 360-degree views with close-ups.

Digitisation – the task of the century
Little by little, the objects and documents from the other col-
lections and archives are being digitised. However, this really is 
the task of the century. “Even if we only needed five minutes per 
object, it would take one person 150 years to work through the 
two million objects in the Entomological Collection,”  Wiederkehr 
comments. In recent years, digital pieces have also been 
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added alongside the physical objects and documents. “It’s 
predominantly the Image Archive which is growing, thanks 
to more and more genuinely digital images,” he explains. 
Meanwhile, the archive is making use of 
the Internet to determine unexplained 
 image content. For example, using crowd-
sourcing, it has been possible to identify 
the majority of the plane models from the 
Swissair photo collection.

City of insects
With its endless rows of drawers full to 
the brim with butterflies, moths and bee-
tles, the Entomological Collection is a 
decidedly traditional collection at first 
glance. In fact, the insects are still col-
lected in the same way today as they were 
200 years ago – yet despite this, they help 
researchers answer the very latest ques-
tions in areas such as climate change. 
“Our butterflies have been collected by 
regular people all over Switzerland for 
170 years,” explains Rod Eastwood, Cu-
rator of the collection. “These chronologies show how species 
are moving to higher regions or retreating to spare land due to 
climate change and changes to land use, as well as how new 
species migrate and others are dying out,” adds Consuelo De 
Moraes, Professor in the Department of Environmental Systems 
Science. “This also allows us to make predictions about future 
changes in biodiversity.”

In order to store the two million delicate insects as efficiently 
as possible, the collection was moved to the basement of the WEV 

building two years ago. At 18 degrees Celsius and 40 percent 
humidity, Rod Eastwood refers to this underground space as 
the “city of insects”. The collection will now be made accessible 

online all over the world, and selected 
insects will be digitised in high resolution.

Literary history treasures
Alongside the natural science collections, 
there are also literary treasures to dis-
cover, including the Thomas Mann Archive 
and the Max Frisch Archive. In 1979, while 
still living, Max Frisch transferred his lit-

erary  assets into a foundation. Since 2008, 
the  archive has been incorporated into the 
ETH  Library for administrative and organ-
isational purposes; a reference library 
on Frisch’s work and an exhibition area 
are also housed there. “We are currently 
exhibiting his work as an architect,” says 
Manager Margit Unser. And, despite the 
author’s death in 1991, this archive con-
tinues to grow too. “We are adding letters 
between Frisch and other authors, new 

editions and commentaries have appeared, and his plays are 
being staged,” Unser tells us. 

Meanwhile, part of the archive has been digitised – including 
unique items such as an original manuscript of “Homo Faber”. 
As well as students and researchers, interested individuals 
and school groups also visit the Max Frisch Archive: just like 
the other collections, it regularly opens its doors to the public 
so that they too can delve into ETH Zurich’s treasure trove. � 
www.ethz.ch/collections-archives →

Plaster samples in the Material Collection at ETH Zurich. (Photo: Photo Björn Sigrist) 

“Even if we only needed five 
minutes to digitise each 
object, it would take one 
person 150 years to work 
through the Entomological 
Collection.”
Stefan Wiederkehr, 
Head of Collections and Archives
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